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Exploring Interdisciplinary Prayer 
Research in a Health Context
e.	James	Baesler
Communication, Psychology, and Sociology are three leading aca-
demic disciplines engaged in the social scientific study of prayer, the 
spiritual communication between a believer(s) and God, but rarely 
do these disciplines collaborate in interdisciplinary prayer scholar-
ship. Possibilities for interdisciplinary prayer research in a health 
context are explored through a review of the literature and academic 
interviews. Interdisciplinary linkages in the prayer-health context 
are organized in an integral “all-quadrant” theoretical model, and 
an assessment of the viability of interdisciplinary prayer-health 
research is considered.  Key Words: Prayer, Health, Communica-
tion, Interdisciplinary, Religion, Spirituality
let	us	begin	with	a	seemingly	unrelated	question	to	un-derstand	how	multiple	disciplinary	sites	might	define	and	engage	in	research	about	prayer:	how	might	one	describe	








































a	 conceptual	 definition	 for	 prayer	 is	 in	 order.	the	 following	
definition	of	prayer	is	based	on	a	review	of	over	50	definitions	
of	prayer:	prayer is a type of spiritual communication between 











Disciplinary Sites of Prayer Research:  
Psychology, Sociology, and Communication
the	 traditional	 choice	 for	 the	 academic	 study	 of	 prayer	 is	


































































discipline	 (Baesler,	 2003),	may	 assist	 people	 in	 coping	with	







Samples of Interdisciplinary Convergence and Divergence  
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databases	 (e.g.,	Medline,	Psych	 info)	which	miss	 prayer	
studies	in	journals	like	Journal of Communication and Religion,	















A	 second	 set	 of	 issues	 for	 the	 lack	 of	 interdisciplinary	
prayer	 research	 surround	 institutional	 academic	 regulations	
and	privileges.	for	many	on	academic	tenure	tracks,	 there	 is	
tremendous	 pressure	 to	 publish	 sole	 author	 pieces	 to	 prove	
their	competency	as	researchers,	thus	interdisciplinary	research	
projects	are	a	low	priority.	those	privileged	with	tenure	and/or	
an	 academic	 rank	higher	 than	 assistant	 professor	 tend	 to	 be	
more	comfortable	communicating	with	individuals	that	share	
their	discipline	specific	worldview,	and	generally	do	not	venture	
into	 the	challenges	of	 interdisciplinary	research.	this	 insular	
pattern	of	communication	is	often	evident	from	observations	
at	 informal	 academic	 luncheons	 (who	dines	with	 colleagues	
from	other	disciplines	 to	discuss	 interdisciplinary	 research?)	
and	meetings	at	professional	associations	(who	attends	confer-






contribute	 in	varying	degrees	 to	 the	 lack	of	 interdisciplinary	
prayer	research.				



































disciplines	 that	 contribute	 to	understanding	 the	prayer-health	













or	 any	derivative	 thereof	uncovered	no	 studies	on	prayer	 and	
health.		in	addition,	a	search	for	articles	with	the	term	prayer	in	








sees	a	growing	 interest	 in	 incorporating	religion/spirituality	 in	
health	communication	as	exemplified	by	a	forthcoming	edited	






















verbal	communication	messages	 that	are,	 in	 turn,	 influenced	
by	sociological	demographic	variables	like	religious	affiliation.	
second,	psychological	individual	difference	variables	in	the	ill	









interdisciplinary	 collaboration	 among	 the	 three	 disciplines,	




Mental Maps of Psychology.	 A	 psychologist	might	 in-





















(communication	 perspective)	 or	 as	 group	 and	 institutional	
symbol-making	(sociological	perspective).			






(e.g.,	 praise,	 forgiveness,	 petition,	 and	 contemplative	prayer,	
and	the	frequency	and	duration	of	these	prayers;	see	Baesler,	
2003),	 (b)	 relational	messages	 including	 immediacy/affec-
tion,	 similarity/depth,	 receptivity/trust,	composure,	 formality,	
dominance,	and	equality	(Burgoon	&	hale,	1987),	and	(c)	a	











































events,	 see	krause,	 2003).	A	 communicologist	might	 exam-
ine	these	variables	 in	various	prayer	contexts	(e.g.,	personal,	
interpersonal,	 small	 and	 large	 group),	 providing	 contextual	
explanations	of	the	individual’s	prayer	life.	A	sociologist	adds	
an	 additional	 layer	of	meaning	 to	 these	prayer	variables	 and	
contexts	by	 connecting	 them	 to	group	 and	 institutional	net-



































and	 in	 a	 therapeutic	 context,	 assist	 individuals	 in	developing	
better	ways	to	cope	with	their	financial	situation.



























of	 other	 social	 groups,	 for	 example	 the	 informal	 and	 formal	
network	 of	 relationships	 in	 educational	 and	work	 contexts,	
need	to	be	considered	in	terms	of	encouraging	or	discouraging	
prayer	for	someone	who	is	ill.		





contributions	 of	 additional	 disciplines	 to	 the	 prayer-health	
















Perspectives on Prayer and Health,	what	would	you	write	about?”	
this	 initial	 query,	when	 combined	with	 follow-up	questions	
based	on	participant	responses,	was	sufficient	to	fill	nearly	an	
hour	of	time	for	each	individual	interviewed.	








































An Integral Approach to Interdisciplinary  
Prayer and Health Research
one	 format	 for	 organizing	 different	 disciplinary	 topics	 into	



































English	Rhetoric	 Understanding	 suffering	 through	 the	 interpretation	 of	
sacred	 texts	 by	 rhetorical	 analysis	 of	 speaker,	message,	
medium,	audience,	and	culture	






















































































cultural	 units,	 including	 couples,	 family	 groups,	 other	 small	
support	 groups,	 and	 larger	 groups	 associated	with	particular	
ethnic,	political,	 religious,	and	organizational	 identities.	this	
type	 of	 interior/collective	 data	 is	 the	 domain	 of	 disciplines	




Integral “All Quadrant” Approach to Prayer-Health: Interdisci-
plinary Connections 
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like prayer objects or 





approach	 to	understanding	 the	kosmos	 (Wilber,	 2006),	 are	 applied	
to	the	prayer-health	relationship	in	terms	of	prayers	for	the	healing	
































and	 chanting	 as	 anchoring	of	memories,	 entrainment	 of	 the	
body/psyche,	alteration	of	breath,	and	different	tones/vibrations	











and	prayers	 for	healing	 offered	by	medical	 practitioners	 and	
chaplains	(koenig,	2002).10	














in	 the	field”	 of	 prayer	 research,	 and	 to	 advance	 a	 collective	





is	most	pressing.	Venues	 for	 coordinating	 the	 action of	 such	
interdisciplinary	 research	 endeavors	 include:	 (a)	 convention	











Journal of Communication and Religion,	Journal of Health Commu-
nication),	(e)	a	regular	column	on	prayer	and	health	in	popular	





with	 rotating	 “prayer	 experts”	 supplemented	with	 audience	















is	that	the	scholars who will realize the fruits of interdisciplinary 
prayer research will be ones that are personally and professionally 























































disciplines	on	 a	 common	 research	project.	further	 still,	 one	 could	
imagine scholars	 from	different	 disciplines	with	different	 religious	
orientations,	and	different	epistemologies,	conducting	funded	prayer	
research	in	the	context	of	a	Prayer	institute/center.	in	terms	of	previ-
ous	 interdisciplinary	prayer	 research	 efforts,	 there	 is	 one	 scholarly	






co-authored	pieces	 representing	 collaborative	 efforts	 of	 individuals	
from	different	disciplines).	Brown’s	concluding	chapter	suggests	the	
need	for	discussing	theoretical,	empirical,	and	practical	issues	related	
to	prayer	 research	 from	a	number	of	disciplinary	perspectives,	 but	
there	is	no	explicit	comparison	of	interdisciplinary	linkages,	nor	the	
development	of	an	interdisciplinary	framework.	further,	francis	and	















(1995)	 for	 introductions	 to	holistic	healing.	these	 sources	discuss	













Psychology,	 and	 sociology.	however,	most	 of	 these	 additional	 dis-
ciplines	can	nonetheless	be	studied	in	a	systematic,	logical,	reliable	
(tests	of	internal	consistency),	and	valid	manner	(from	the	viewpoint	
of	 two	or	more	 individuals	 that	 share	common	characteristics	 in	a	
speech	 community).there	 are	 also	non-academic	 topics	 that	 could	
provide	 insight	 into	 the	 relationship	 between	 prayer	 and	 health,	
but	these	topics	 for	the	most	part	 fall	outside	the	domain	of	social	
scientific	inquiry.	i	briefly	mention	some	of	them	here	for	consider-









































and	nonverbal	message	processing	during	prayer	 is	primary	 to	 the	
study	of	the	prayer-health	relationship,	thus	communication	should	
be	added	as	a	cornerstone	discipline	to	the	interdisciplinary	phrase.	











than	 i	 have	described.	for	 instance,	within	 each	of	 the	 quadrants	
are	various	“levels”	holarchically	arranged	(consisting	of	a	series	of	

































some	prayer	 research	 topic.	there	are	other	options	 for	 facilitating	
dialogue	between	 individuals	 in	 the	 communication	 literature,	 for	
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